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The following is a report based on the four Focus G oups conducted at the Martin
Luther King, Jr. Visitor Center in Atlanta, Georgia, on October 16 and 17, 1998.
The groups consisted of two | ocal Junior H gh School groups, one all-black and the
other m xed bl ack and white (17 in each group, m xed gender). The third group
consi sted of 8 Junior H gh School teachers and the fourth group consisted of 10
adults recruited fromvisitors who were at the Center.

A Focus G oup protocol previously prepared was used to gui de each di scussion. Al
sessions | asted approxi mately one hour and were tape- recorded. The salient
comrents from each group are presented first, followed by a summary of what |
believe to be the findings nost useful to the exhibit devel opment process.

St udent GROUP #1:

Responses to question about how Iife would be different for young African Anericans
growing up in the 30s were alnost exclusively devoted to non-civil rights matters,
such as different clothing, music, technology, hair styles., etc. However, two
responses were related to the central issue, transportation ("Could not go where
you wanted to go.") and education ("Could not |learn the way you wanted to.").

However, when asked what things they associate with the civil rights nmovenent, they
were quick to note a nunber of inportant itens:

March for equal rights

Segregation

Bl ack people fighting and dying for their rights
Non- vi ol ence

Restrictions on where you could go

Boycotts and sit-ins

The only nanes given that they associated with the CR novenent were Martin Luther
King, Jr. and Rosa Parks.

One girl wanted to make a special point of the fact that "non-viol ence” was only
practiced by those supporting the CR novenent, not those who were opposed to it.
This was foll owed by noting the inportance of the teachings of Gandhi and his

i nfluence on Martin Luther King, Jr.

Most of the group seened to have a clear notion of the tine period when the CR
movenent was at its nobst active.

When asked if the CR novement has net its goals and is no | onger needed, a very
loud "NO' filled the room When asked what sone of the current issues and
unfi ni shed busi ness m ght be, a rather long Iist of answers was given, which can be
summari zed in a couple of key points:

Bl acks are still treated like crimnals just because of the color of
their skin (several noted this in the context of their treatnent in
various places of business).



There is still lots of white prejudice agai nst blacks, but sone people
wi Il never change the way they think no matter what we do. Prejudice
i s based on ignorance, which is often passed on fromparents to
chil dren.
Many schools are still segregated in practice, and they do not get
the resources they need and deserve.

What was especially interesting in these comments was the nunber of themthat
pointed to problens that exist within the black comunity itself:

Bl ack on bl ack cri ne.

Bl acks not wanting to get a good education and not taking advantage of
the opportunities now open to them
Bl acks not taking an active or |eadership role in public affairs.
Bl acks not voti ng.
The last itemled me to wonder why this is so, which led to one answer that if you

register to vote you get on thelist for jury duty. | did not follow up on this
poi nt, but one might guess it mght be related to not wanting to get involved in
anyt hing connected with the crimnal justice system (Just a guess!) The ot her

answer was that there is no black person running for President.

However, others in the group were clear about the inmportance of voting - "If you
don't vote you shouldn't conplain." That the | ack of black candi dates may be
related to the | ack of black voters seened to be understood by at |east sone in
this group.

The question about the role of young people in the CR nmovenent al so generated a
| arge nunber of responses that were focused on two basic areas:

Big role in school desegregation.

Big role in the various marches and denonstrations.

It was also noted that this was not exclusively a black role, but that nany white
young people were active as well

A separate and lively discussion grew out of this topic having to do with the way
bl acks were portrayed in the nmedia as being "dunb and ugly," even though it was
poi nted out that "many inportant inventions were nade by black people.™

The role of churches and religion in the CR novenment was readilly acknow edged by
nmany in the group. Interestingly, the inportance of nusic cane up, noting how the
signing of hymms and spirituals often acconpani ed marches, sit-ins, etc.

When asked whether or not they tal ked about race and CR i ssues with parents or
other adults, the response was rather weak. However, several of themtold stories
about things that happened to adult nenbers of their famly that had racia

i mplications (being arrested for no reason, being, abused by the police, etc.). One
m ght wonder if it is only when there is a significant and negative event is there
any di scussion related to race.

The critical question on "what can you do to inprove rel ations between the races"”
generated sone interesting answers:

Hel p others stay out of trouble.

Stav out of trouble ourselves - blacks are often part of the probl em



Take nore advantage of the opportunities we have. (Several variations
given on this thene.)
Do the things that we know are right and ignore the ignorance of
whi t e peopl e.
Don't shop at stores that don't treat you right.

Stand up for what you believe in
Stay in contact with CR | eaders and nmenbers of Congress.

Wth the exception of the last item these answers reflect a personal and

i ndi vi dual way of dealing with the problens they face. This is not unrelated to
the voting issue, and suggests that trying to work with "the systent is not being
seriously considered by these young people.

The final topic had to do with ideas for an exhibit on the i ssues we had been

tal king about. This generated the nobst active and energetic (and creative)

di scussion of the entire session. To capture this adequately I will cover nost of
t he responses as they were given:

Lots of hands-on stuff.

Thi ngs you can touch - like dolls. Short films - |like cartoons.

Probl em sol ving tasks - show a CR event on video and ask what they

woul d do and then show what actual ly happened.

Could have a bridge to cross with "virtual reality" dogs, police,

fire trucks on the other side, and ask what they would do. Keep the

exhibit sinple so children can understand it.

Have a live story teller to relate real events - Rosa parks for
exanpl e.

Its good to have a school assignnent related to the exhibit so you
have things to find out.

Pick from several endings of an event and then show real one.

Mat chi ng games using pictures.

Pictures are good to get your interest so you will want to read the

text about what happened. (Hol ocaust nuseum used as good exanple.) Have

a live skit about sone inportant event, l|like getting on a bus and not

sitting in the back.

Thi s discussion could have gone on nuch |onger but tine ran out. However , I
think that the "nessage" that this group wanted to convey vis-a-vis an effective
exhi bit came through |Ioud and cl ear

Student Group #2:

The "life in the 30s" questions generated a richer set of answers than was given
by the first group:

Separate parks and bathroons for blacks and just about everywhere you
went it was like that. Called segregation

We couldn't vote - we were very limted in the things we could do.
W were like the Jews in Nazi Germany in the way we were treated
There were different entrances for blacks like in the novies. W
woul d have to sit in different sections |ike the back or the
bal cony. W didn't get good seats.
We coul d not get good jobs then. Now we can because of
affirmati ve action.
The schools were separate and not as good - not |ike we have now.



Actually, the balcony is not that bad to sit in - you can see good
fromthere. But we should not have to sit there
W were not treated fairly by the justice systemand the | aws.
(Several variations on this thene were given.)
Public facilities - rest roons and water fountains were separate. The
whi tes had newer and better ones than we did.
Bl acks woul d have to sit in the back of buses.

Bl ack customers could not get the sane service in stores. If a black
person wanted to try on a hat they would make you put a plastic
cover over your head.

If a black kid beat up a white kid he might be sent to jail or hung,
but not the other way around.

Bl acks and whites did not date each other then |ike they do now. Wite

parents di scouraged their children from associating w th bl ack

chil dren.

What names of people, places, events do you associate with the CR novenent:

Martin Luther King, Jr. and Rosa Parks. They never gave up. (Many
repeats on these two nanes.)
Sit-ins and boycotts.

Cvil rights is really about human or equal rights. Gandhi was a
nodel .
Deternmination - they did not want to wal k instead of ride on the
buses but they knew they had to.
I think of how many people would go to so much trouble just to hear
Martin Luther King, Jr. speak.
The South was were nost of the problens were.

| asked if any names other than King and Parks come to nmind and got Mal cone X,
Frederi ck Dougl ass and Andrew Young. CR places cane up with Al abana, Montgonery,
Sel ma and Washington, D.C. One student said that he does not think of places but
he thinks of all the children who protested in the novenent.

This conment led ne to the next area, nanely the role of young people in the CR
novenent. The responses were numerous and show cl ear awareness of this inportant
element in the CR nmovenent. The key ones are:

They went places and did things even though they were not wanted.
They did it anyway.

They took part in denpnstrations even though their parents nay not

want themto.

They went into white high schools even though the white kids wanted

to keep them out.

They were in the novenent even if their parents were against it. They
were nore mature than their parents. Also, there were white children
who were hel ping as well.

It was very dangerous to do what they did but they did not fight
back. This was called non-violence and King learned this from
Gandhi

There was a | ot of danger involved fromthings |like mace and Gernan
Shepherd dogs.

VWhat role did churches and religion play in the CR novenent?

They served as neeting places for many of the marches.



The | eaders nostly canme out of different churches.

Rel i gi on gave the CR nmovenent its spiritual support.

CR |l eaders were al so religious |eaders.

The KKK tried to use religion to support their work against CR Used
t he burning of crosses to synbolize this and then they burned
chur ches.

&oing to church and singing hymcms gave bl ack peopl e courage to
continue on agai nst racial injustice.

This group agreed that we had not by any means solved all our racial problens, and
not ed sone specific exanples to support this fact:

KKK still active in some areas of the country.
Three white boys dragged a bl ack man behind their truck

There are al ways going to be people who are raci st and prejudi ced and
there is no way you can stop that. You can't nake them respect ot her
ki nds of people.

Menbers of nmy own family are pretty nuch still racially prejudiced
Call bl acks ugly nanes.

Do you ever talk about race issues with menbers of your famly or other adults?

My grandnot her has told nme stories about when she was a young girl and
some of the things that happened to her fromwhite people.

' mokay tal king about it - like when | see a novie and want to tal k
about what | saw

VWhen we took a bus trip to Wash. and we had a problem on the bus about
who shoul d sit where com ng back. (Renenber, this is a racially
nm xed cl ass.) W& were not very good at talking about it
then. W spent 4 hours talking about it - it was NOT a good
experience. (This conment generated a |ively discussion about what
"real | y" happened and provided a "real tine" exanple of how
difficult it is to deal with issues of this kind even today. This
di scussion was very "civilized" but | think there were deeper
feelings that were not being expressed.)

Were racial and CR matters covered in your classes at school in the various grades?

Not really. Its skipped over.

| had a white teacher in 4th grade who didn't like to tal k about such
t hi ngs. She al ways gave the white students better grades than the
bl ack students even when they didn't deserve it. She clai ned that
the bl ack students were always disrupting the class.

I had a hard time in 3rd grade where a was picked on by a white girl

VWhat role can young people play in civil rights today?

Speak out, have neetings, and talk. Get people to listen to children
and get their ideas and perspectives. Let them know how we woul d
like it to change and speak our mnds about it. We could do these
things but it doesn't really happen now. These problens are a part
of out history and they need to stop. W could also talk to teachers
and ot hers | eaders.

If your parents are racist you should try to talk to them about it.



You should do the best you can and not |let yourself be put down by
ot hers.

When you are a parent teach your children right fromwong. Be a kind
of rol e nodel

When you see or hear sonething wong speak up about it. Express your
opi ni on.

Everybody needs to hel p solve these problens - white and bl ack.

You have to do it yourself if you want

anything to be done. You

should E-nail to the mayor if you want to get results. You can't
expect others to do it for you

In our school all the black students stay together and all the white
students stay together. If | would hang out with white people the
bl acks would call me a white girl

The football teamin our school is all black except for one person
and the soccer teamis alnost all white.

What woul d make an effective exhibit in the subjects we have been tal ki ng about?
Show what | ed up to the way things are now.

Show what really went on back then in a realistic way. W have ideas

about what went on but we don't really know

Use pictures to show conpari sons between the past and now. Have rea

t hi ngs and nodels like the CR nmuseumin Birm ngham Have actors that

woul d act out what it was |like say in a classroomfor blacks back in

the early days.

Use of color to get the full picture. Black and white pictures you
don't get the full inage.

Don't make us wite down a lot of boring things for our schoo
assi gnment s.

Interviews with people who have experiences. If you can't get the
real people you could put them on video.

Make it hands-on so you can remenber it. Just reading is not as good.
You get on the buss and the teacher asks you what you | earned and you
can't remenber what you read, but if you could feel |like you were
actually there and be in that persons position you would renenber it.

Put yourself in the persons position you are tal king about. Have |ike

a tunnel that you wal k through that shown how thi ngs changed t hrough

the years. Like you are wal king with other people. Have real people

acting out roles of CR I|eaders.

Make it real |ike the Hol ocaust Museumin Wash. where they had actua

obj ects fromthat period.

Have a computer gane where you have to make choi ces

A virtual reality device where you are actually the person having

t he experience |like a black child marching or you could choose from
other things |like that.

The nore real the exhibit is the nmore likely it is that | would be
taking an active role in trying to do sonething about it. |I would
feel what it is like rather than just reading about it.

Show t he bad things not just people marching but those who were
agai nst them

You nust show both sides of the issue and not just the bad stuff or
the exhibit will be too negative.



Teachers G oup

(These teachers taught nusic, special ed, |anguage arts (2), math., social
studies (2), and life science. None of themteach a unit on CR and only a few of
them ever used an exhibit as an adjunct to their classroomlessons. One nale
teacher.)

The di scussion started on the subject of what is being taught nowin the mddle
schools in Atlanta about CR history and rel ated i ssues. Is this subject covered
adequat el y.

(Several NGCs were uttered.)

6th and 7th grades in Atlanta cover world geography, which is a very
bi g subject. CR kinds of things would have to be worked in around
those topics. Not really given separate attention. 8th grader get
Georgia history so it would fit better within their curriculum
Students get this subject in their elenentary |evel grades.

(Music teacher.) | work the subject into ny classes around the role of
musi ¢ in the CR novenent (hymms and spirituals). Even rap nusic
today plays a role for young peopl e.

Two years ago ny class did a unit on the CR novenent and the city of

Atlanta where we actually toured this area. But we had to piece

together the materials to do this - there were no organi zed material s

we could use. The historic sites are great but putting together a

program for using themwas difficult.

The exhibit should highlight the events and places in Atlanta that
were so inmportant to the history of the CR novenent. \Were were the
pockets of segregation, what happened when this area here becane
i ndustrialized, where did the blacks go? How were and are
nei ghborhoods in Atlanta affected by the waves of segregati on and
then desegregation. What happened to the businesses in the Sweet
Auburn area, where did they go when the area changed? Children need
to understand what happens when things break down and how
rel ocation affects nei ghborhoods. | heard that Atlanta has the
hi ghest rate of minority mgration of any city in the South, and
not just black people.

Kids pick up information about CR fromlots of sources not just in
school .

Kids don't have a sense of what sone of the real problens were before
like sitting in the back of the bus. It would be good if in the
exhi bit you could have themactually experience what it is like to
have to do that, or not be able to use other things available to

whi t es.
Just wal king over the bridge in the exhibit here really gets to
me, especially hearing the nusic at the sanme tine. | felt that!

That is the kind of thing that would reach the children

It woul d be good to have the exhibit deal with things that are not
wel | known. Sone things about the CR novenent everybody knows
Iike MK, and certain places and events.

When | take a class to an exhibit I want themto be able to get the
point at a glance and to relieve ne of as much preparation as
possi ble. Like affirmative action - when was it passed, where is it
a |l aw now, what are the problens with it now Voting rights - who
died so we could vote. | want it to be historical but |I also want
it to say what is happeni ng NOW

In nmy school we have a very mixed ethnic group, Spanish, oriental, etc. as well

as black. The exhibit nust say sonmething to themas well.



Adult G oup.

(Mostly black and female. Al but one with young children. Half from
"out-of -town.")
What ki nds of things do you think children would like in an exhibit about the
(' R novenent ?

I liked very much what they did at the Hol ocaust nuseum in DC where
you got a passport of a real person and foll owed what happened to
them That nade the experience very mneani ngful

Kids really like hands-on things that they can relate to.

Al so interactive exhibits are good

Make the exhibit personal - relate to them

How about a live presentation. E. g., soneone could play Rosa Parks. Set
up a video inmage of a person like a grandfather talking to a young
person about what it was like in "those days."

You coul d have a screen behind a person and video tape a scene where the
person is participating in an CR even. The person becones part of the
exhibit. You could have different stories or endings and then show what
real |y happened.

How about interview ng young people and getting their opinions and rea
experiences about various subjects. You could even do this "live"at the
exhibit and nake it a part of the display. Maybe change it every week
or so.

Show t hem where you could go and where you could not go in the 50s and
60s. We know about this sort of thing but the kids today do not realize
it. Even the newspapers showed jobs as "White Only" and "Black Only."



SALI ENT FI NDI NGS
and
NEXT STEPS

The conments above contain a wealth of material that deserves carefu

consi deration, both froma practical and a nore conceptual point of view | would
suggest that a close reading with a red pencil would yield any nunber of ideas
that should not be lost as the exhibit design noves closer and closer to its fina
form In fact, this would make an interesting exercise for several persons to
carry out and then conpare notes. | would be happy to do this nyself and to join
in a group discussion to see what can be done to take nmaxi mum advant age of the
findi ng.

Here are ny own prelininary thoughts on what some of the major "nessages" are that
seemto conme through "loud and clear:"

e Know edge of many of the inportant elenents of the CR novenent is at a fairly
hi gh | evel anong our target audience. They know many of the key names, events
and pl aces.

e Know edge of what it was like to live in the period before the CR novenent is
also fairly well supported.

e Awareness of the fact that there are many CR rel ated i ssues yet to be dealt
wi th adequately is high. Many see these nore clearly as human rights issues and
not just in terns of racial issues.

e Blacks are not against pointing out problenms in their own comunity that make
t hei r advancenent nore problematic than it should be - e.g., black-on-black
crime and failure to take advantage of the opportunities they now have,
especially in education

e An exhibit on this subject nust relate to the children at a very personal and
direct level, with real-world exanples they can identify with

e The nore interactive and hands-on activities there are that are relevant to the
subject matter, the nore the exhibit will be attended to. Problem solving and
game-like activities were noted often in this context.

e Awareness of the possible roles and actions of young people today in dealing
with current CR issues tended to center on personal behavior. In this context,
the fight for voting rights and the | ow percentage of black voters today woul d
represent an interesting story to tell with inplications for "what | can do to
advance our rights."

e The use of images of young people within the exhibit itself wuld increase
interest e.g., interviews with people their own age about experiences they havt
had, both positive and negati ve.

e Being able to "experience" sone of the traumatic and dangerous events that
young persons went through in marches, buses, lunch counters, etc. would be
very effective through the use of ganes, videos, problem solving activities,
etc. (Virtual reality was noted often in this context.)
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e Misic was nentioned a few tines and should not be forgotten as a potentially
useful and attractive element in the exhibit.

* Real objects cane up often in the discussion as having a powerful attraction
for young people (and "ol d" as well).

I am confident, based on the inputs fromall four groups, that we are on the right
track. However, the notion of "focus" needs to be enphasized and renmenbered. The
cl oser the exhibit can stick to its major well-defined messages the better it wll

succeed in conveying any nmessages. | think we ought to refine the stated
objectives (I would call them "goals") and nake them nore specific so that we can
avoid trying to do too many things. | would be happy to assist in this activity,

since | will be the one who needs to ask the right questions when we do our
sunmat i ve eval uati on!



